Desert Tortoise

(Gopherus agassizii)—Threatened

Description

Thedesert tortoise hasadomed
shapedshell. Shellsof adult
tortoisesmay beuptol5inches
long. The uppershell (carapace)
isoblongandisbrownin color
with thecenterscutesoften being
yellowish. Thelowershell
(plastron)isyellowish, with
brownalongthescutesmargins
(outer edgesof theshell). For the
maletortoise, the plastron is
concave. Thefemaletortoise has
aflatplastron. Theadult throat
scutes project beyond the cara-
pace for protection from preda-
tors.

Theshell hasseveral main
purposes. Oneisprotection from
both predatorsand thesun. The
shell enablesthetortoise to
reduce water loss. Thisisagreat
asset when water isscarce.
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Thefrontandback feetandlegs
areof about equalsize. The hind
legsareround,stumpy,and
elephantinelike. Thefrontlimbs
areflattenedandheavilyscaled
fordiggingburrowsandground
pocketsfor nests. Thereddish tan
headissmall, androundedin
front. Theirisisagreenish-
yellow color.

Tortoisesmay live80or more
years,withaveragelifespans
being well over 50years. They
can weigh between14and 20
pounds, withsomeindividuals
weighingevenmore.

Distribution and Habitat

Thedeserttortoisespeciescan be
separatedintothreedistinct
groups. Thereisthe“California
type”foundinCaliforniaand
southwestern Nevada;the
“‘Sonorantype”whichlivesin
Arizonasouthof theGrand
Canyon;andthe“Beaver Dam
Slopetype”livingat Beaver Dam
intheextremesouthwestern
cornerof Utah.

Tortoisesthriveinsparsely
vegetateddesertsandsemi-arid
grasslands,canyon bottoms,and
onrockyhillsidesatelevations
between500t02700feet. They
constructburrowsby digginginto
dry,gravelly soilunder bushes,in
arroyobanksorat the base of
cliffs. Tortoisesurvivalrates
dependsonthehabitatin which
they live. Densare usually made
ingravelsthatform portionsof
thebanksof stream channels.
Theinteriorisusually widenedto
awidthgreaterthanthatofa
tortoise. Turnsinthedenare
commonandmany timesthereis
morethanonechamberineach
burrow.

Thedesert tortoiseisaherbivo-
rousreptile with forage consisting
of nativewinterandsummer
annuals, perennial grasses,cacti,a
few half-shrubs,andsomeexotic

introducedspecies. Thedesert
tortoiseforagesfromMarchto
November,and musthavea
varieddietinordertosupply
nutrientsneeded forreproduction,
growth,and maintenance. Onthe
Beaver Damslopetheir diets
consistmainly of redbromeand
brush muhly. They eatabout 64%
grasses,27% forbs,and 6%shrubs.
Theyalsomineand consumesoils
highincalciumcontent.

Becauseof their diet,the desert
tortoise will eatlessthan one-
tenthof thepercentof available
plantmaterial. Thismeansthat
whenlessfoodisavailablethe
tortoise willlikely increaseits
homerangesizesoitcan find the
food itneeds. Duetotheseason-
ality of vegetation, tortoisestend
toeatvery heavilyinearlyspring
inordertotank upforthedry,
relatively barrensummerandfall
seasons. Thehome rangeof the
deserttortoisein Utahrangesfrom
5-9lacres.

Althoughtortoisesareslow
moving, inmany casesthey
wander faroutsidetheirnormal
areasof activity insearchof
minerals, mates and food sources.
Theymayalsotravel these
distancesin response toseasonal
fluctuationsinresourcesandin
temperatures,andmay travelup
tolmile per week.

Life History

Thedesert tortoiseisa polygy-
nousspecieshavingseveral
femalestoonemale with females
beingsubordinatetothe males.
Malesmay gatherharemsof upto
four females, with thelargest
femalereceivingthe most visits
fromthemale. Somerelationships
betweenamaleand femaleare
maintainedforseveral years.

Malesfind femalesby trailingthe
scentleftby the female. Oncethe
malehasfoundafemale, he will
gotothefemale’sburrowand
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enticeheroutforcourtshipand
mating. Oncethefemaleemerges
the male will circle,bunt,ram,or
bitethefemaleuntil thefemaleis
ready tomate.

Femalesusually nestatthemouth
of theburroworunderalarge
shrub,and may returntothesame
nestsite yearafter year. Onthe
BeaverDamslopethey willoften
takeadvantageof the washesand
nestinacalichegrottoe. Eggsare
lainfromMay toJuly,andhatch
between Augustand October,
withtheincubation periodbeing
90-120days. Clutchesmay range
from 2-14 eggs, with the size of
theclutchdependingon thesize
of the female and 13 clutches
may belaidannually. Eggsdon’t
developsynchronously andsome
eggsmay nothatchuntil thenext
spring,dependingonenviron-
mental conditions. Itisalso
thoughtthatjuvenilesexmaybe
determinedby thetemperatureof
theeggsduringincubation;thus,
nestsiteselectionis very impor-
tant.

Youngtortoiseslook like minia-
tureadults. Theonly real differ-
enceisthattheshellsof young
tortoisesstay softforthefirst5to
6years;assuch they are more
vulnerabletopredation. Juvenile
deserttortoiseshavea very high
mortality rate withonly5%or less
reachingsexual maturity,whichis
between17and 20 yearsof age.
Femaleswilldefend thenestand
thehatched youngbecauseother
tortoiseswill of tenantagonizeor
evenkill theoffspringof another.

Threats and Reasons for
Decline

Theforemost threattothedesert
tortoiseisthelossof habitat.
Expandinghumansettlementand
developmentof aridregionshas
greatly reduced thenumberof
individualssurvivingtoday. Other
factorssuggested thathaveledto
thedeclineof thedeserttortoise
includelivestock grazing practices,
militaryactivities andoff road
vehicles.Livestock using theareas
thattortoisesinhabitmay compete
forforage Militaryactivitiesand

ORYV usethreatenthehabitat that
thedesert tortoise needs.

Recovery Efforts

Thedesert tortoise waslisted asa
threatenedspeciesby the US.

Fishand Wildlife Servicein1980.
TheUS Fishand WildlifeService

incooperation with theState of
Utahand Washington County have
developedaHabitat Conservation
Plan toprotect thisspeciesand its
habitat. Thisplan establisheda
preserve west of St. George, Utah,
that wassetasidespecifically to
conservethisspeciesandits
habitat
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